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Abstract 
Intercultural sensitivity (IS) can be defined as an attitude that reflects the degree of willingness to interact with people from 
different cultures. In today’s diverse and globalised world this attitude is crucial to promote dialogue between cultures and 
social cohesion, especially in a province like Castellón (Spain) where 18.4% of the population was born in a different country.
This study aims to provide a picture of intercultural sensitivity among young people in Castellón, to analyse the possible factors 
that may influence the development of this attitude, and also to compare two population cohorts (2009 and 2012). The sample 
consisted of 494 young people of both sexes aged between 15 and 30 years, and the data was gathered using a scale adapted 
from Chen and Starosta’s (2000) IS scale. The results show that in general young people have a medium to high IS (mean score 
of 88.6 in a scale from 24 to 120), although it lies below the mean found in previous studies. The IS for the 2012 sample was 
slightly lower than that for 2009, with a difference significant at the 99% confidence level. These data lead us to reflect on how 
the context, especially that of employment, influences young people’s perception of cultural diversity and particularly of the 
foreign population. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
In recent years we have witnessed major changes on a global scale, expedited by advances in technology and 
information and, crucially, by neoliberal policies and economics (Arango, 2002). The consequences of these 
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changes are reflected in the large worldwide migration flows. This situation has directly affected the social 
structures and relationships that derive from them. As a result, authors such as Bartolomé (2002, 2004), García 
(2004) and Jornet (2010) conclude that the main social challenges arising from migration flows in European 
society in general and Spain in particular are: the development of internal cohesion in societies, the struggle against 
racism and xenophobia, the construction of new identities from multiple belongings and the development of 
intercultural citizenship. The current economic and financial crisis has also emerged as a factor in this new reality 
and has heightened the need to work towards facilitating coexistence and dialogue between different cultures.  
The study of intercultural sensitivity is key to coexistence between people of different cultures who share the 
same space, as in the case of the province of Castellón. The aim of this study is to provide a picture of intercultural 
sensitivity among young people in Castellón and to analyse the possible factors that may affect the development of 
this attitude. Two population cohorts (2009 and 2012) are compared in order to observe the evolution of this 
attitude in light of the social, economic and cultural changes that have taken place in the province.  
1.1. The socio-economic context in Castellón  
The study was conducted in the province of Castellón (Spain), an area that in recent years has seen major 
transformations particularly in socio-cultural and economic aspects. 
At the socio-cultural level, immigration has been the main driver of population growth. The proportion of 
foreign-born people registered in the province in 2000 was twice that of 1996, and in the first decade of the twenty-
first century this number increased ninefold, as reported in Figure 1, giving, in 2012, a percentage of foreign-born 
residents of the total population in the province of 18.4%.  
At the economic level, in the current financial crisis the number of economically active unemployed people has 
risen to 93,500, an unemployment rate of 31.9% (data from the first quarter of 2013 provided by the INE, the 
Spanish National Statistics Institute). The situation has also changed in that the province has gone from enjoying 
significant economic growth (spurred by the ceramic industry and tourism) with a higher demand for labour than 
supply, to one with a high number of registered unemployed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Evolution of the percentage of foreign-born population in Castellón. 
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1.2. Intercultural sensitivity as an indicator of social perception of cultural diversity 
In general, intercultural sensitivity refers to the affective dimension of the intercultural communication 
competence (Chen & Starosta, 1996). This dimension centres on the personal emotions or altered feelings caused 
by particular situations, people and environments that are different from those of one’s own culture. Chen and 
Starosta (1996) define it as the capacity to project and receive positive emotional responses before, during and after 
intercultural interactions. Hammer, Bennett and Wiseman (2003) add that it is the ability to identify and appreciate 
relevant cultural differences. From a complementary perspective, within the field of social intervention, we can 
consider that this construct is an attitude that positively predisposes interaction with people from different cultures 
(Ruiz-Bernard, 2012a) and therefore could be considered as an indicator of the perception that people have of their 
intention to interact with the cultural diversity that immigration brings and makes visible.  
2. Methodology 
Participants: The sample consisted of 494 young people of both sexes aged between 15 and 30 years living in 
the province of Castellón. Data were collected by random sampling on two occasions: in 2009 and 2012. The basic 
socio-demographic characteristics of the samples are presented in Table 1. 
Instrument: A two-part instrument was used to gather the data: the first was a questionnaire to collect 
demographic data: sex, age, origin, and other information such as education, employment status, knowledge of 
languages and experience of living in another country for at least three months. The second part was an adaptation 
of Chen and Starosta’s (2000) Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS). This adapted scale had been validated in 2009 
as part of another study (Ruiz-Bernardo, 2012b) and is structurally similar to the original with a reliability of .847 
(Cronbach’s α coefficient). It is a 5-point Likert-type attitude scale, consisting of 24 items grouped into five 
dimensions: ‘Involvement in the interaction’, ‘Respect for cultural differences’, ‘Self-confidence’, ‘Enjoyment of 
the interaction’ and ‘Attention in the interaction’. 
The scale’s standard score has a minimum of 24 points (considered as a radically negative attitude to 
intercultural sensitivity), a mean score of 72 (an indifferent or intermediate attitude) and a maximum score of 120 
(a very positive attitude).  
3. Results 
Below we present some descriptive data that reveal the contextual reality of the participants (Table 2). 
The 2009 sample included young people with an average age of 23 years in a very precarious labour situation, 
where 60% of them were unemployed and another 20% had discontinuous jobs. Most of these people had a good 
level of studies which should help them in the labour market, as 34.5% had studies at a University level, and 
another 32.5% had an Advanced Secondary School or Vocational Training degree. Considering that in the region 
object of the study there exist two autochthonous languages, for this dimension only those speaking three or more 
languages were considered. A 13.2% of the people of the sample spoke three or more languages, but this skill did 
not help them to find a job. Finally, it could be stressed that almost 17% of these people had the opportunity to live 
Table 1: Socio-demographic characteristics of the sample. 
Year Participants Mean Age Sex Origin 
2009 361 23.2 Male: 47% Spanish: 75% 
Female: 53% Foreign: 25% 
2012 133 17.5 Male: 43% Spanish: 85% 
Female: 57% Foreign: 15% 
Total 494 21.7 Male: 46% Spanish: 77.7% 
Female: 54% Foreign: 22.3% 
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more than three months in a foreign country, which is an experience favouring the development of intercultural 
skills. This variable, together with the age and the high degree of studies, should produce a higher intercultural 
sensitivity (Ruiz-Bernardo, 2012b), a fact which is confirmed in the next  paragraphs (Table 3). 
On the other hand, the 2012 sample consisted of younger people with an average age of 17 years. Their labour 
situation is rather particular, as 99.2% of them were unemployed. This could be in part a consequence of the low 
age of the group, considering that employment is allowed in Spain only after the age of 16. The same fact can 
explain the lower degree of studies, as about 60% of them have a compulsory Secondary School level and 32.2% 
had an Advanced Secondary School or Vocational Training degree. These characteristics make this sample more 
vulnerable than that of 2009. Individuals of this sample showed a higher knowledge of foreign languages, with 
19% of them speaking three or more languages, a fact which could be a consequence of the expectation of young 
people to emigrate to look for a job, attending to the high unemployment rates suffered in Spain for the last five 
years. Only 9.5% of the sample had the experience of living for more than three months in a foreign country. 
Taken all these facts together – very high labour precariousness, low education levels and lower age – a lower 
intercultural sensitivity would be expected. 
In summary, the young people surveyed in the province of Castellón have a medium to high educational level, 
with over half of the sample having studied to secondary school or university level. About 80%† of the sample are 
unemployed or in precarious employment. Particularly notable is the increase in this figure from 2009 to 2012, 
although this can be explained by the fact that the average age of the 2012 sample is lower, as shown by the data, 
and therefore includes fewer people of working age‡. Data also show that almost half the sample is monolingual 
and very few have any experience of immersion in other culture. In the whole, both samples consist of young 
people with characteristics associated to a positive intercultural sensitivity. 
Table 2: Contextual reality of the sample participants 
Year Employment 
Situation  
Education Number of languages 
spoken 
Experience of living 
abroad 
2009 1:59.8% 1§: 0.8% 1: 50.9% Yes: 16.9% 
2:20.1% 2: 7.8% 2: 35.9% 
3:17.2% 3: 24.6% 3: 10.1% 
4:2.9% 4: 32.2% 4: 3.1% No: 83.1% 
 5: 34.5% 5:0% 
2012 1:91% 1: 2.3% 1: 36.6% Yes: 9.5% 
2:8.1% 2: 5.3% 2: 43.9% 
3:0% 3: 57.9% 3: 15.4% 
4:0.9% 4: 32.3% 4: 3.3% No: 90.5% 
 5: 2.3% 5: 0.8% 
Total 1: 67.4% 1: 1.2% 1: 47% Yes: 14.8% 
2: 17.2% 2: 7.1% 2: 38.1% 
3: 13% 3: 33.7% 3: 11.6% 
4: 2.4% 4: 32.2% 4: 3.1% No: 85.2% 
 5: 25.7% 5: 0.2% 
 
 
 
†
 Data corresponds to the total population. 
‡
 This situation may be affecting the total percentage. 
§
 1: No education, 2: Primary school, 3: Compulsory secondary school, 4: Advanced secondary school/Vocational training and 5: University 
and other 
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The ISI (Intercultural Sensitivity Index) of the young people surveyed can, in general, be described as ‘medium 
to high’ (88.59) since it is above the theoretical mean (72), as it had been suggested by the contextual variables 
previously described. However, an interesting observation can be made when this figure is compared with other 
studies. If we consider a previous study in the same population context undertaken in 2009 (Ruiz-Bernardo, 2009b) 
the overall ISI for the population was 90.3 points. Another more recent study of young people in Andalusia 
(Aguado & Borrero, 2012) found an ISI of 91.16 points. In summary, therefore, although the ISI falls within the 
‘medium high’ range, it is lower than what might be expected in light of these previous studies. What is even more 
striking is that the ISI for the most recent sample (2012) fell still lower (85.81). The differential analysis (t test for 
independent samples) between the values of the 2009 and 2012 groups indicates that this difference is significant 
with a 99% confidence level (p: 0.006) and reveals that the level of intercultural sensitivity is higher among the 
sample of young people for 2009.  
4. Conclusions 
The results show that in general the ISI among young people in Castellón is ‘medium to high’ although lower 
compared to other studies, and with a considerable decline in the 2012 sample. If we search for explanations in an 
analysis of the contextual variables, the first detail we note is the increased percentage of young people who are 
unemployed or in precarious employment**. In this vein, some studies (Rinken, Silva, Velasco, and Escobar, 2009) 
find a perception among the domestic population that foreigners or immigrants represent a threat to their social 
stability in times of crisis, or else as a rival for a job. Education should also be taken into account, as we found that 
the 2012 population, in general, has lower percentages for educational level than that of 2009, which could be 
affecting the perception of employment insecurity or precariousness. A previous study (Ruiz-Bernardo, 2012b) 
suggested that a correlation exists between higher educational level and a higher ISI, a fact that the present study 
corroborates. Regarding the number of languages spoken, higher numbers of bilingual or trilingual people were 
found in the 2012 group; there are antecedents in the theory (Vilà, 2006; De Santos Velazco, 2004; Ruiz-Bernardo, 
2012b) stating that the more languages a person speaks, the higher his or her level of sensitivity will be. However, 
our results cannot corroborate these findings, since the opposite result was found. With regard to cultural 
immersion through the experience of living in another country, the highest percentage is found in the more 
sensitive subsample (2009), which coincides with proposals from other authors (Vilà, 2006; De Santos Velazco, 
2004; Sanhuesa & Cardona, 2009). 
In summary, these results corroborate the influence of the contextual variables, such as the educational level or 
the experience of living in a foreign country, on the development of intercultural sensitivity. They also suggest that 
the employment situation variable can affect the development of the ISI, in this case negatively. Finally, our results 
contradict those of previous studies with regard to the number of languages spoken by respondents, as those 
speaking a higher number of them were not more interculturally sensitive. Further research will include a 
qualitative study to enhance and corroborate the results obtained. 
The above analysis underlines the importance of working towards eliminating the prejudices fostered by the 
economic crisis, and of seeking to promote positive development towards immigration and cultural diversity. 
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